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Abstract 
 
In this article we report on data analysed from a student project about attitudes to school 
and student perception of engagement and disengagement. The data were collected by 
students in an Australian study that employed the Young People as Researchers Model. 
Middle years students devised and administered a questionnaire to students in grade 
eight, nine and ten at a secondary school in Australia. A total of 239 students completed 
the questionnaire. The students completed the initial analysis which was followed by a 
more detailed analysis by the authors of this paper. The findings support the work of 
American, British and Australian researchers about the factors that influence engagement 
and disengagement from schooling. The reported outcomes from the student work and 
the secondary analysis indicate that students do have the capacity to undertake valid and 
meaningful research and can make informed contributions to school improvement and 
student engagement.  
 
 
 
 
Keywords: Young People as Researchers Model; school engagement; 
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Title: Identifying engaging features of schooling: Assessing the psychometric soundness 
of student generated research. 
 
Introduction          
In this article we report on our analysis of data collected by students in an Australian 
study that provided middle school students with the opportunity to voice their views 
about student engagement and attitudes towards school. The data reported in this paper 
are from one school’s participation in a project called ‘STAR - Students and Teachers 
Achieving Re-engagement’, which involved four secondary schools serving low socio-
economic communities. A previous paper (see Carrington, Bland and Brady 2010 for 
more detail) describes the processes that underpinned the project and details the students’ 
findings. Here, we examine those findings through a more sophisticated lens by 
considering the psychometric soundness of the students’ measures. We then examine 
gender and year level differences in attitudes towards school and their perceptions of 
their favourite and least favourite teachers and subjects. The findings are considered in 
terms of the literature on student engagement.  
 
Factors in student engagement           
There has been some focus on increasing student engagement, particularly in the middle 
years of schooling (Lamb, Walstab, Teese, Vickers, and Rumberger 2004). School 
engagement is influenced by both family background and school factors (Taylor and 
Nelms 2006). Taylor and Nelms found that positive engagement was influenced by 
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school factors such as feelings of doing well, having teachers they could talk to, having 
friends, and participating in sport and other activities. Many students believed their 
parents were supportive of their education and future planning. School factors that led to 
disengagement included not understanding the work, bullying and feeling left out, while 
low-income family students, in particular, reported missing out on some activities 
because they were too expensive. Family factors such as parental separation, family 
conflict and issues with parents’ employment or low-income were noted as key 
influences (Taylor and Nelms 2006).  
 School disengagement, according to Smyth (2006) is often constructed in terms of 
deficit in students, implying the need for special remedial activities by the teachers or 
school to solve the problem. Often students are passive recipients of activities that are 
designed to fix ‘their’ problems and this tends to reinforce student alienation and 
reinforce the very school practices that isolate the students in the first place (Smyth 
2006). Where disengagement is presented as a ‘problem’ to be solved, researchers 
attempt to identify factors associated with the prevalence of the phenomenon or 
investigate various interventions for its remedy. This approach tends to pathologise 
students who are disengaged and deal with them as failures. It does not allow an 
understanding of students actively resisting engaging in what might appear to them as 
meaningless, and at times oppressive activities and structures, in school and society. The 
focus of the research reported in this paper is not to solve a problem of disengagement 
but rather to work with young people to better understand how students perceive 
engagement and disengagement at school. 
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Smyth (2006) argues that school failure, and success, should be constructed as a 
dialectic interaction between what the system does and what the student does. He points 
to the need ‘to understand early school leaving in terms of the process that gets to be 
played out in the relationship between young people and the schools’ (290). Students’ 
decisions to leave school ‘are made consciously and often amount to the perceived 
cultural irrelevance of the school and an absence of respect by the schools for the lives, 
experiences and aspirations of young people’ (Smyth 2005, 121). In a recent study, for 
example, ‘students describe class cutting as a reaction to educational structures that are 
sterile, bureaucratic, disrespectful of students’ pedagogicial preferences or goals, and that 
do not value student contributions’ (Fallis and Opotow 2003, 108). Students in British 
studies reported by Riley and Docking (2004), described lessons as dull and 
demotivating, forcing them into a passive learning role: ‘The problem is not so much 
curriculum content as the sheer tedium of many lessons and the lack of opportunity for 
interaction’ (178).  
Willm’s international study (2003) accessed data from the Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development Programme for International Student 
Assessment and reported that schools had higher levels of student engagement where 
there was a strong disciplinary climate, good student-teacher relations and high 
expectations of success. Therefore, he suggests that schools can effect change to improve 
student engagement. The authors of the Brotherhood of St Laurence’s Longitudinal Life 
Chances Study (Taylor and Nelms 2006) reported that there are significant ways for 
schools to increase student engagement. For example: 
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 develop a climate of inclusion where student needs are acknowledged and 
addressed 
 ensure students from families who have low incomes are not disadvantaged 
 avoid the cycles of disengagement aggravated by absenteeism 
 listen to students and engage with them as young adults. 
 
When mainstream education no longer appears to be an inviting or relevant place, 
strategies that attempt to coerce students to remain engaged, through, for example, 
legislation enforcing attendance, or through invoking a fear of failure in a regime of high-
stakes testing, are likely to be ineffective or even counter-productive (Baines and Slutsky 
2009). A recent study (Bland 2008) based on the voices of disaffected students found 
that, through the scaffolded application of active imagination, it is possible for the 
students themselves to identify reasons to re-connect to the mainstream. Imagination, in 
this sense, includes the ability to take a critical perspective to issues that impact on 
engagement and to create new solutions to problems that affect the students’ identity as 
learners.  
 
Student Voice 
Recently, there has been a swell of research in western countries focusing on 
student voice where students contribute to review and development of school curriculum, 
policy and pedagogy that aim to improve student engagement at school. The field of 
‘student voice’ was pioneered by educators such as Jean Rudduck (1937-2007) in the 
United Kingdom and, in Australia, by Roger Holdsworth who has published the Connect 
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bi-monthly student participation magazine since 1979. Their work suggests that what 
students say about teaching, learning and schooling is not only worth listening to but 
provides an important foundation for thinking about ways of improving schools. 
Conceptual support for the principle of student voice and participation is particularly 
evident in the extensive literature on the middle years of schooling (Hill and Crevola 
1997; Russell, Mackay and Jane 2003) and students as researchers work (Steinberg and 
Kincheloe 1998). Research in Australia consistently points to the middle years as a time 
when students start disengaging from education (Lamb, Walstab, Teese, Vickers and 
Rumberger 2004) and highlights the need to examine the student perspective on what is 
valuable in school. 
This article reports on a study that used the Young People as Researchers model 
(Carrington, Bland, and Brady 2010) of working with students as researchers in their 
Australian schools to investigate the constructs of engagement and disengagement with 
the aim to better understand student engagement across the middle years of schooling. In 
this process, groups of students worked collaboratively with their teachers and staff from 
the university to investigate engagement and disengagement. The effectiveness of this 
type of model has been demonstrated through research in the United Kingdom (Fielding 
2001), the United States (Steinberg and Kincheloe 1998), and Australia (Atweh 2003), 
showing that collaboration with young people allows the academic researchers and the 
teachers to penetrate the lifeworld of the students from a unique perspective. Thus, the 
value of the model to this research is in obtaining the ‘inside story’ (Denzin 1986) that 
otherwise may not be accessible to researchers using traditional methods. As found in the 
international studies mentioned above, the model’s effectiveness to engage and empower 
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students lies not only in the focus of the research but in the processes employed. Key 
features of the collaboration identified by participating students that led to these 
outcomes were mutual respect, immersion in the discourse of education, a focus on their 
own realities, and shared ownership of the project and its outcomes.  
The present study was conducted in a school (that has been given the pseudonym 
Bridge High School) that implemented the Young People as Researchers model. The 
school project was part of a larger scale study involving four secondary schools that was 
called STAR - Students and Teachers Achieving Re-engagement (see Carrington, Bland 
and Brady 2010 for more detail). Teachers facilitated a student group from each of the 
four schools drawn from Years 8, 9, and 10 (aged approximately 12-15 years). Each 
school invited 20-30 students to participate in the project and, while it was suggested that 
the project would most benefit those who may be at risk of academic disengagement, the 
selection of students was a school-based decision. School student groups had a 
reasonable gender balance, although this was not specified formally. School, parent and 
student consent was gained to participate in the school based projects. The university 
researchers who worked with the school groups in the STAR study have a history of 
working with a range of secondary schools in Queensland, Australia and have experience 
in employing the Young People as Researchers model. 
The focus of this paper is on the project at Bridge High School. At this school, 30 
students from years 8 to 10 worked on a project over a six month period. At a two-day 
introductory training workshop, the students completed research activities to practice the 
skills of data collection through interviews, observations, and image-based research using 
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video cameras, and data analysis. These sessions were facilitated by university 
researchers and by teachers from the school.  
Following the workshop, the student group met for an hour and a half most weeks 
to work on the project under the supervision of one teacher. For this project, student 
researchers were interested in understanding what makes students want to engage in 
learning. More specifically, they wanted to find out students’ attitudes to school and what 
they liked/did not like about their teachers and school subjects.  
The student researchers developed the questionnaire, Attitudes Towards School 
Questionnaire (ATSQ). Students collected the survey data and undertook a simple 
descriptive analysis of the data (e.g., frequency counts to determine most common 
responses to survey items). The students delivered a Powerpoint presentation to share 
their findings with students and teachers from four secondary schools at the end of the 
year of the project. They used graphs to illustrate their key descriptive findings of reasons 
for academic engagement and disengagement. While those findings are detailed 
elsewhere (Carrington, Bland and Brady 2010), they can be summarised as falling into 
the following groups in order of importance (1 = most important, 6 = least important): 
1. Pedagogy (e.g., fun v. boredom; disciplined v. undisciplined environment); 
2. Content (e.g., liking v. dislike for the subject); 
3. Teacher (e.g., liking for the teacher v. teacher talks too much); 
4. Self or peer issues (e.g., with friends v. without friends); 
5. Other (e.g., need to impress good looking guys or girls in the room v. distraction 
of good looking guys or girls in the room); and 
6. Environmental issues (comfortable v. hot and stuffy classrooms). 
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The authors of this paper present a more detailed examination of the questionnaire 
data by exploring the psychometric properties of the questionnaire before considering 
whether there are differences in students’ attitudes towards school based on gender and 
year level. Students’ qualitative findings will also be presented providing some insight 
into students’ perceptions of their favourite and least favourite subjects and teachers. We 
recognise that we, as researchers, have moved beyond the initial project of engaging the 
young people in their own research. However, we believe it is important to not only 
examine the major findings of the students’ research but to also investigate the 
psychometric soundness of the students’ research in an attempt to gain empirical support 
for using the Young People as Researchers model. We realise that, in future projects, it 
would be advantageous to support the students themselves in more rigorous data analysis 
as reported in this paper.  
 
Methodology 
Setting 
Situated on the urban fringe of a major city in Queensland Australia, Bridge High 
School has a student population of around 800 with almost 80 teachers. The immediate 
environment is one of rapid growth, attracting lower-income earners to the area through 
relatively low-cost housing. The My School website shows that 70% of the school’s 
student population are in the lowest quartile of the Index of Community Socio-
Educational Advantage. The My School website was developed by the Australian 
Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, an independent organisation that is 
responsible, among other things, for publishing nationally comparable data on Australian 
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schools. Bridge High also maintains strong ties with local manufacturing and engineering 
industries; the focus on preparation for a trade is, therefore, dominant in the school’s 
ethos and curriculum. Year 9 National Assessment Program Literacy and Numeracy 
(NAPLAN) (http://www.naplan.edu.au/) scores for the school were well below the 
Australian average for the past two years (http://www.myschool.edu.au/). Even so, over 
20% of graduates went on to university in 2008.  
Participants 
The student researchers developed the ATSQ and administered it to students from 
years 8 to 10 at Bridge High School. A total of 239 students completed the questionnaire. 
One hundred and eighteen were male and 121 were female. Broken down by year level, 
61 participants were in grade 8 (26%), 96 were in grade 9 (40%) and 82 were in grade 10 
(34%). Twelve participants (6%) were from an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 
background. English was the primary language spoken at home, with only five 
participants (2%) indicating otherwise of the 234 total responses to this question. 
Procedure 
The student researchers, with the assistance of university staff and their 
supervising teachers, constructed and administered the ATSQ (see Appendix 1). The 
ATSQ was designed to assess students’ perceptions of what made their school work 
engaging. The questionnaire comprised 16 items and four open-ended questions. 
Participants responded to the 16 items using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not 
at all true) to 5 (very true). The open-ended questions required participants to list five 
reasons for liking their favourite subject, five reasons for disliking their least favourite 
subject, five reasons for liking their favourite teacher, and five reasons for disliking their 
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least favourite teacher. While the students analysed their data to inform future planning at 
their school and reported their results in a powerpoint presentation to staff and students, 
the present study provides an additional level of analysis in which the questionnaire data 
were entered and analysed using SPSS (Version 18). For the quantitative data, missing 
data (<5%) were replaced using mean substitution for item-level data on Likert scale 
questions. First, a principal components analysis was conducted to determine the 
underlying factor structure of questionnaire. Scale reliability coefficients were then 
obtained using Cronbach’s alpha measure of reliability. Next, subscale means and inter-
factor correlations were then calculated for each of these extracted factors. Group 
differences for gender and year using the ATSQ subscales were explored. For the 
qualitative data, a set of core themes were generated by examining the percentage of 
comments related to each theme. 
 
Results     
Quantitative Data: The Attitude Towards School Questionnaire 
Factor Analysis of the ATSQ 
The 16 item ATSQ was subjected to principal components analysis (PCA). Prior 
to performing the PCA, the suitability of data for factor analysis was assessed. Inspection 
of the correlation matrix revealed the presence of many coefficients of .3 and above.  The 
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy was .77, exceeding the 
recommended value of .6 (Kaiser 1970) and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant (p 
< .05), supporting the factorability of the correlation matrix. 
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Principal component analysis initially revealed the presence of five components 
with eigenvalues exceeding 1, explaining 28.10%, 11.76%, 8.64%, 7.75%, and 6.45% of 
the variance respectively. An inspection of the scree plot revealed a break after the fourth 
component. Using Cattell’s (1966) scree test, it was decided to retain four components 
for further investigation. 
A Direct Oblimin oblique rotation and a Varimax orthogonal rotation were both 
applied. Examination of the structure matrix and component correlation matrix revealed 
that the factors were mostly independent from one another and the oblique solution 
provided the better model of fit. A principal components analysis revealed four 
underlying factors relating to engagement at school. The four subscales included: (1) 
Interest in Learning, (2) Group Interaction, (3) Student-Teacher Relationships, and (4) 
Desire to Do Well at School. These four factors accounted for 56.24% of the variance 
which is consistent with other behavioural science data, which often explains close to 
60% in total variance (Child, 2006).  
There was some evidence of moderate cross-loadings. Table 1 demonstrates that 
item 5 ‘My teachers make learning fun’ loaded more highly onto Component 1- Interest 
in Learning component than Component 4 - Desire to Do Well at School. Item 13 ‘I get 
easily distracted in class’ and item 14 ‘My teachers seem to like me’ loaded more highly 
onto Component 3 – Student-Teacher Relationships than Component 2 – Group 
Interaction. This prompted the authors to examine the internal reliability coefficients for 
each subscale. In particular, the authors examined whether removal of the cross-loaded 
items improved Cronbach’s alpha for each subscale. 
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Table 1: Pattern Matrix for Coefficients 
 
Component 
1 2 3 4 
1. I enjoy being at school .764  .093 -.070  - .189 
2. I get bored at school * .692  -.202 .209  .125  
3. My teachers make learning interesting .680  .257 .141  .201  
4. I talk to my family about school work .679  .081 .006  -.036  
5. My teachers make learning fun .562  .289 .204  .349 
6. School work is too easy * -.497  .143 .144  .127  
7. I often work with other students -.001 .865 -.015  .067  
8. I often work on group projects  .071 .757 -.007  -.212  
9. My teachers make me feel stupid when I make 
mistakes * 
.047  .141 .788 .126  
10. Most teachers are too strict * .015  .033 .748 -.093  
11. In class, we have to be quiet all the time * -.152  -.006 .671 .035  
12. I enjoy doing things that annoy my teachers * .116 - .224 .605 -.289  
13. I get easily distracted in class * .269 -.305 .397 -.093  
14. My teachers seem to like me  .291 .313 .322 -.155  
15. I would like to do better at school -.113  .214 .046  -.801 
16. It is important to do well at school  .248  .094 .118  -.635 
   
% of variance explained 28.01 11.76 8.64 7.75 
Component 1: Interest in Learning; Component 2: Group Interaction; Component 3:  Attitude Towards 
School Teacher; Component 4: Desire to Achieve. 
* = reverse scored item 
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Table 2 : Structure Matrix for Coefficients 
 
Component 
1 2 3 4 
17. I enjoy being at school .778  .167 .216  - .306 
18. I get bored at school * .726  -.126 .425  .012  
19. My teachers make learning interesting .723  .324 .385  -.076  
20. I talk to my family about school work .694  .147 .251  .145  
21. My teachers make learning fun .606  .344 .399  .237 
22. School work is too easy * -.453  .103 -.026  .189  
23. I often work with other students .085 .867 .058  -.100  
24. I often work on group projects  .172 .772 .091  -.253  
25. My teachers make me feel stupid when I make 
mistakes * 
.315  .202 .807 .061  
26. Most teachers are too strict * .293  .097 .762 -.146  
27. In class, we have to be quiet all the time * .075  .031 .615 .014  
28. I enjoy doing things that annoy my teachers * .350  -.154 .647 -.338  
29. I get easily distracted in class * .393 -.245 .473 .149  
30. My teachers seem to like me  ..457 .372 .459 -.234  
31. I would like to do better at school  .047  .239 .076  -.795 
32. It is important to do well at school  .396  .152 .253  -.685 
Component 1: Interest in Learning; Component 2: Group Interaction; Component 3:  Attitude Towards 
School Teacher; Component 4: Desire to Achieve. 
* = reverse scored item 
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Internal Reliability Coefficients for the Four Subscales on the ATSQ 
The means, standard deviations, and internal reliability coefficients for the four subscales 
on the ATSQ are presented in Table 3.  
 
Table 3: Internal Reliability Coefficients for the Four Subscales on the ATSQ  
Subscale No. of Scale 
Items 
M/ 
No. of Scale 
Items 
SD Cronbach’s 
α 
Coefficient 
Interest in Learning 6 3.01 4.00 0.66 
Group Interaction 2 3.47 1.71 0.78 
Attitude towards Teacher 6 2.58 3.65 0.74 
Desire to Achieve  2 4.19 1.47 0.59 
N. B. Each subscale scores in a positive direction, with higher sores indicating  
higher levels of engagement in learning.  
 
As a general guide, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of .7 or above is considered a 
very acceptable value, however, Kline (1999) argues that when dealing with 
psychological constructs, values below .7 can be realistically expected due to the 
diversity of the constructs being measured. Cronbach’s alpha for Component 1 - Interest 
in Learning (α = .66) did not improve with the removal of cross-loading item 5 (‘My 
teachers make learning fun’) and therefore item 5 was retained.  Similarly, the removal of 
the two cross-loading items (‘I get easily distracted in class’ and ‘My teachers seem to 
like me’) comprising Component 3 – Student-Teacher Relationships (α = .74) did not 
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improve the internal reliability of the subscale. In subsequent analyses, the original 6 
items were retained.  Remaining subscale reliabilities ranged from a very adequate α = 
.78 (Group Interaction) to reasonable α = .59 (Desire to Do Well at School). The lower 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the component Desire to Achieve may be attributed to 
the small number of items comprising this scale (i.e., two items).  
When the total mean scores for each subscale were divided by the number of scale 
items, it can be seen that overall middle years students report moderate levels of Interest 
in Learning (M = 3.01, SD = 4.00), moderately high levels of Group Interaction (M = 
3.47, SD = 1.71), moderately low Student-Teacher Relationships (M = 2.58, SD = 3.65), 
and high levels of Desire to Do Well at School (M = 4.19, SD = 1.47).  
 
Correlation Matrix 
The inter-correlations between the four subscales of the ATSQ are presented in 
Table 4.  
Table 4: Inter-factor correlations between the four subscales of the ATSQ 
Subscale 1 2 3 4 
1. Interest in Learning 1.00    
2. Group Interaction .193** 1.00   
3. Attitude towards Teacher .500** .141* 1.00  
4. Desire to Achieve .221** .248** .231** 1.00 
** significant at the 0.01 level * significant at the 0.05 level 
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Examination of the subscale correlations for the ATSQ indicate that Interest in 
Learning and Student-Teacher Relationships were moderately positively correlated (r = 
.50). Squaring .50 indicates that these subscales share approximately 25% variance. This 
finding is not unexpected because students’ interest in learning is closely related to their 
perception of their teacher and their teaching methods. Since 75% of the variance remains 
unique, however, it was still considered appropriate to investigate these factors 
separately. The remaining inter-factor correlations are small but significant, suggesting 
that the factors are relatively independent. 
 
Gender Differences in Attitudes towards School 
A one-way between-groups multivariate analysis of variance was performed to 
investigate gender differences in attitude towards school. The four dependent variables 
included Interest in Learning, Group Interaction, Student-Teacher Relationships, and 
Desire to Do Well at School. The independent variable was gender (male/female). 
Preliminary assumption testing was conducted to check for normality, linearity, 
univariate and multivariate outliers, homogeneity of variance-covariance matrices, and  
multicollinearity. No serious violations were noted. No statistically significant 
differences were found between males and females on the combined dependent variables. 
 
Year Level Differences in Attitudes towards School 
A one-way between-groups multivariate analysis of variance to explore year level 
differences in attitudes towards school. The four dependent variables included Interest in 
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Learning, Group Interaction, Student-Teacher Relationships, and Desire to Do Well at 
School. The independent variable was year level (i.e., years 8, 9 and 10). Preliminary 
assumption testing was conducted and no serious violations were noted. A statistically 
significant difference was found between year level on the combined dependent 
variables: F(8, 446) = 3.78, p <.001; Wilks Lambda = .877; partial eta squared = .06. 
When the results for the independent variables were considered separately, the only 
difference to reach statistical significance, using a Bonferroni adjusted alpha level of 
.0125, was Interest in Learning: F(2,226) = 11.29, p = .000, partial eta squared = .09. An 
inspection of the marginal mean scores indicated significantly higher scores for year 8 
participants (M = 20.10, SD = 4.11) than year 9 (M = 17.49, SD = 3.90) and year 10 
participants (M = 17.21, SD = 3.51). Year 9 participants did not significantly differ from 
year 10 participants (see Table 5).   
 
Qualitative Data: The Attitude Towards School Questionnaire 
Favourite Subject for Middle Year Students 
Separate to the questionnaire on attitudes towards school were two items asking 
participants to (1) select the subject that they did best at and (2) select the subject that 
they found the most enjoyable from the following subjects — Sports/Health and Physical 
Education (HPE), Maths, Music, English, Drama, Art, Studies of Societies and 
Environment (SOSE), Science, and Languages Other than English (LOTE). Sixty-four 
(27%) participants indicated that Sport/HPE was their best subject. This was followed by 
37 (15.5%) participants indicating English and 30 (12.5%) indicating Art was their best 
subject. Missing data was minimal, with only 6 (2.5%) participants not responding to this 
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question. Sport/HPE was the most enjoyable subject for 79 (33.1%) participants. Art was 
the most enjoyable subject for 42 students (17.6%) and Drama was the third most 
enjoyed subject by 28 (11.7%) participants.  
 
Table 5: Marginal Means for Year Level for the Four Dependent Variables 
                                                                       95% Confidence Interval 
Dependent 
Variable 
Year M S. E. Lower 
Bound 
Upper 
Bound 
Interest in 
Learning 
Year 8 
Year 9 
Year 10 
20.10 
17.49 
17.21 
.502 
.403 
.425 
19.11 
16.69 
16.37 
21.09 
18.28 
18.05 
Group 
Interaction 
Year 8 
Year 9 
Year 10 
6.76 
7.08 
7.00 
.223 
.179 
.189 
6.32 
6.73 
6.63 
7.20 
7.43 
7.37 
Attitude to 
Teacher 
Year 8 
Year 9 
Year 10 
16.14 
15.70 
14.92 
.475 
.381 
.402 
15.20 
14.95 
14.13 
17.07 
16.45 
15.72 
Desire to 
Achieve 
Year 8 
Year 9 
Year 10 
8.40 
8.53 
8.31 
.189 
.152 
.160 
9.02 
8.24 
7.99 
8.77 
8.83 
8.62 
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Open ended responses 
Four open ended questions were asked in addition to the questionnaire measuring 
attitudes towards school. These questions asked respondents to list: 
 
1. 5 reasons for liking their favourite subject 
2. 5 reasons for disliking their least favourite subject 
3. 5 reasons for liking their favourite teacher 
4. 5 reasons for disliking their least favourite teacher. 
Responses to each question were grouped into common response categories. 
Favourite Subject Reasons 
Table 6 shows the five most common response types for why students liked their 
favourite subject. Similar reasons for liking a subject were reported for both males and 
females however males typically liked their favourite subject because it was physically 
active whereas females typically liked their favourite subject because it was interesting. 
 
Table 6: The Five Most Frequently Reported Favourite Subject Reasons 
 
Overall Male  Female 
N = 228 % n =110 % n =118 % 
 
Fun  58.3 Fun  55.5 Fun  61.0 
Teacher factors  39.5 Teacher Factors  31.8 Teacher Factors  47.0 
Interesting  26.8 Active  27.3 Interesting  29.0 
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Good at it 20.6 Interesting  24.5 Enjoyable  22.0 
Enjoyable  19.7 Good at it  22.0 Good at it 19.0 
 
Least Favourite Subject Reasons 
Table 7 shows the five most common response types for why students disliked their least 
favourite subject. Similar reasons for disliking a subject were reported for both males and 
females; however females were more likely to dislike a subject if they perceived they 
were not good at the subject and males were more likely to dislike their least favourite 
subject if they did not think it was fun. 
Table 7: The Five Most Frequently Reported Least Favourite Subject Reasons 
 
Overall Male  Female 
N = 220 % n = 104 % n = 116 % 
 
Boring  59.5 Boring  25.9 Boring  28.9 
Teacher factors  35.5 Hard  14.2 Hard  17.6 
Hard 34.5 Teacher Factors  15.1 Teacher Factors  17.6 
Not Fun  18.6 Not Fun  23.0 Not good at it 8.8 
Too much work  18.6 Too much work  22.0 Too much work  7.9 
 
  
 23
Favourite Teacher Reasons 
Table 8 shows the five most common response types for why students liked their 
favourite teacher. As can be seen, similar reasons for liking a teacher were reported for 
both males and females. 
 
Table 8: The Five Most Frequently Reported Favourite Teacher Reasons 
 
Overall Male  Female 
N = 206 % n = 97 % n = 109 % 
 
Fun  59.5 Fun  19.7 Nice  26.8 
Nice  35.5 Cool  13.8 Fun  23.0 
Cool 34.5 Nice  13.0 Helpful  13.0 
Good humour  18.6 Good humour  12.6 Cool  10.9 
Helpful  18.6 Helpful  8.4 Good humour  10.9 
 
 
Least Favourite Teacher Reasons 
Table 9 shows the five most common response types for why students disliked 
their least favourite teacher. Greater variation in responses existed between males and 
females for this question than for the three previous questions. While both males and 
females disliked teachers who were not fun, females were more likely to dislike a teacher 
for expressing negative moods (e.g., mean, angry) than were males. Among males, a poor 
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sense of humour was more frequently listed as a reason for disliking a teacher than for 
females. 
 
Table 9:  The Five Most Frequently Reported Least Favourite Teacher Reasons 
 
Overall Male  Female 
N = 194 % n = 87 % n = 107 % 
 
Angry  39.7 Not fun  15.1 Mean  19.7 
Mean  37.6 Not cool  13.0 Angry  17.2 
Not Fun 37.1 Not nice  12.1 Not fun  17.2 
Too Strict  29.9 Poor humour  10.9 Too strict  12.1 
Rapport with students 16.5 Unhelpful  10.9 Poor explanations  7.9 
 
 
Discussion   
Using the Young People as Researchers model, the present study involved 30 
students in years 8 to 10 at Bridge High School. The students worked together on a 
research project that was designed to elicit what makes middle years students want to 
attend school to engage in learning. Specifically, they wanted to investigate students’ 
attitudes towards school, and what they liked or did not like about their teachers and 
school subjects. The students developed the ATSQ and administered the survey to the 
middle years students at Bridge High School. From an analysis of the quantitative 
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findings from this study it can be suggested that student engagement at school comprises 
four main factors: (1) Interest in Learning; (2) Group Interaction; (3) Student-Teacher 
Relationships and (4) Desire to Do Well at School. These four subscales showed 
moderate internal consistency. These factors were significantly positively correlated.  The 
highest correlation found was between Interest in Learning and Student-Teacher 
Relationships (r = .50), suggesting that the higher the quality of student-teacher 
relationship, the higher the level of students’ interest in learning. Correlations were low 
to moderate, indicating that none of the four factors were statistically redundant. Mean 
scores across the four subscales suggest that, overall, middle years’ students report 
moderate levels of Interest in Learning, moderately high levels of Group Interaction, 
moderately low Student-Teacher Relationships, and high levels of Desire to Do Well at 
School. However, results for the subscale, Desire to Do Well at School should be viewed 
cautiously as this particular subscale comprised two items only and showed lower levels 
of internal reliability. Despite this, an investigation of the psychometric soundness of the 
student generated questionnaire -  the ATSQ, suggests that young people are quite 
capable of conducting rigorous research under the guidance of more experienced others,   
While males and females did not meaningfully differ in their attitudes towards 
school, significant differences existed between year levels in Interest in Learning, with 
year 8 students reporting significantly higher levels of Interest in Learning than year 9 
and year 10 students. Grade 8, currently, is the first year of high school in Queensland 
and students often experience new opportunities in learning with the range of subjects 
and teachers involved in the curriculum. This may explain a higher level of interest in 
learning in year 8. It is possible that the growing adolescent need of acceptance by peers 
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and the need for friendships (Bahr and Pendergast, 2007) becomes a stronger focus for 
young people in year 9 and 10. Ideally it would be best to have young people themselves 
conduct further research on this issue.  
 
Interest in learning 
When participants were asked about their favourite subject, Sport/HPE, Art and 
Drama were rated as the most enjoyable subjects. In particular, both males and females 
liked subjects that were ‘fun’ and disliked subjects that were considered ‘boring’. 
Furthermore, male participants described their favourite teachers as ‘fun’ and ‘cool’, and 
female participants described their favourite teachers as ‘nice’ and ‘fun.’ In contrast, 
males described their least favourite teachers as ‘not fun’ and ‘not cool’. Female 
participants described their least favourite teachers as ‘mean’ and ‘angry.’  
Could the element of ‘fun’ that can be inherent in pedagogy and curriculum 
decrease through the years of schooling? It has been suggested that when the serious side 
of learning is combined with a sense of fun, curiosity and openness to learning may be 
encouraged (Rea 1999). Further to encouraging engagement in learning, Rea notes that 
“many educators contend that integrating fun into the learning experience provides 
students with greater opportunities for academic success” (2).  
The findings also support Fallis and Opotow’s (2003) contention that disrespect 
for students’ own pedagogical preferences, goals and contributions, demonstrated 
through boring and sterile learning environments, lead to student disengagement from 
education. In addition, Baines and Slutsky (2009) state that students have identified 
boredom as the primary factor for dropping out of school while students in British studies 
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reported by Riley and Docking (2004) described lessons as dull and demotivating, 
forcing them into a passive learning role with little opportunity for interaction. Similar 
findings in the United States suggest that disengagement through boredom may affect as 
many as two-thirds of high school students for whom school is a place in which to 
socialise with friends (Smyth 2006). In such cases, non-official activities are seen as 
more worthy of an investment of time (Smyth and Hattam 2001). 
The potential meaninglessness of schools’ curricula is also taken up by Levin 
(2000), who cites a considerable body of evidence showing that disadvantaged students 
in particular ‘tend to receive the least interesting, most passive forms of instruction’  
(164), leading to low levels of engagement with education and to high rates of dropping 
out. Research in Australia echoes these findings. McInerney and McInerney (2006), for 
example, state that ‘many secondary classrooms are crushingly dull places in which to 
learn’ (239).  
Ensuring that students were able to have fun was a consideration in designing the 
STAR project that involved the students of Bridge High School and is consistent with the 
views of other student researchers (Bland 2008) who identified fun as one of the key 
factors in re-engaging with education. If a better understanding can be developed about 
student views on improving student engagement in learning then there will be more 
opportunity to reflect on and reinvigorate pedagogical practice to enhance engagement 
and incorporate fun in learning.  
Baines and Slutsky (2009) suggest that making lessons low-stress and fun 
increases students’ intrinsic motivation. Combined with opportunities to use their 
imaginations in creative and critical ways, an element of fun, or playfulness, can assist 
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students to generate ideas of connectedness with schooling. Playfulness ‘enhances 
creative thought, fosters trust, helps develop divergent and conditional thinking, and 
reduces stress’ (Baines and Slutsky 2009, 100), thereby increasing engagement with 
learning. Such renewed connectedness is also the outcome of a latent hope and a belief 
that, regardless of students’ apparent attitude towards education, it offers worthwhile 
opportunities. This hope, or more specifically what Singh and Sawyer (2008, 224) 
describe as ‘robust hope’, is an act of imagination, one in which a positive outcome can 
be envisioned and where young people can ‘perceive openings through which they can 
move’ (Greene 1995, 14).  
 
Attitude towards teachers 
The students’ findings demonstrate high correlation of Interest in Learning with 
Attitudes Towards Teachers as can also be inferred from the comments in the preceding 
section. These findings also support previous research (Wubbolding 2007) that suggests 
that strong teacher-student relationships play an important role in facilitating students’ 
learning. Smyth (2006) argues that success and failure at school and early school leaving 
should be understood as a dialectic interaction and a response to relationships played out 
between the young people and their schools.  
As suggested by Smyth (2006), it is essential to place relationships at the centre of 
all that schools do and that these relationships should be for the benefit of all students, 
not only the privileged. Students expressed that they often disliked or liked a subject due 
to their teacher. Furthermore, teachers perceived as angry, mean and ‘uncool’ were 
nominated by the Bridge High study as key factors in disengagement, while teachers seen 
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as fun and ‘nice’ were more engaging than those who were helpful. Rudduck and Flutter 
(2000) have also suggested that students are more willing to enter a partnership in 
learning when they feel they have a respectful relationship with their classroom teachers.  
In a focus group held at the end of the project, the student researchers were asked 
whether the way they thought about school and teachers had changed. The students 
responded that they had developed an increased appreciation of how much work their 
teachers put into creating lessons. Many also believed their teachers were showing more 
respect towards them because of their participation in the project.   
 
Group interaction 
The students’ findings are consistent with those from similar students-as-
researchers projects carried out by some of the authors (see for example, Bland 2012). 
Student researchers in those projects have also identified the establishment of a 
community of research, leading to a sense of belonging and purpose in which teachers 
and students learn together, as a key factor in their engagement with learning. In such 
cooperative environments, each student is respected for the particular knowledges and 
skills that they bring to the research process.  
Positive engagement was influenced by school factors such as feelings of doing 
well, having teachers they could talk to, having friends and participating in sport and in 
other activities (Taylor and Nelms 2006). It is possible that the growing adolescent need 
of acceptance by peers and the need for friendships (Bahr and Pendergast 2007) becomes 
a stronger focus for young people in year 9 and 10. Ideally it would be best to have young 
people themselves conduct further research on this issue.  
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Desire to do well at school 
The collaboration of students with teachers as developed through the project may 
inform a model that is transferable to classroom situations. The project results indicated 
that there is a desire from the students to do well at school and have positive relationships 
with teachers. This type of project in a school may prompt a deeper examination of 
student-teacher relationships. There may also, of course, be challenges to traditional 
power relationships and it is understandable that some teachers may be reluctant to place 
themselves in a position of openness to challenges from students to the traditional 
hierarchies of educational structure (Rudduck and Flutter 2004). Such new 
collaborations, however, can meet the ideals proposed by Greene (1991) in which 
teachers and students work together in “larger and larger meeting places in schools [to] 
undertake common searches for their place and significance in history to which they too 
belong and which they invent and interpret as they live” (38).  
 
Conclusion 
In this article we examined student engagement through use of the Young People 
as Researchers model. Middle school students at Bridge High School designed a 
questionnaire, the Attitude Towards School Questionnaire, and administered it to their 
peers. The young researchers who gathered the data carried out an analysis for their 
school and this was complemented by further quantitative analysis performed by the 
current authors.  
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Analysis of the data revealed that student researchers give valuable insights into 
factors that contribute to academic engagement. The findings suggest that high school 
students are capable of developing a psychometrically sound measure to assess students’ 
attitudes towards school. Furthermore, four key features may be attributed to academic 
engagement in middle years. These features are Interest in Learning, Group Interaction, 
Student-Teacher Relationships and Desire to Do Well at School. The students’ response 
also highlights the importance of strong student-teacher relationships in engaging 
students in learning.  
The relationship between motivation for academic learning and positive 
relationships of students with their teachers, peers and family has been described in 
previous research (Wentzel, 1998). The data reported in this article highlight that there is 
a need for further exploration about the changes in student interest in learning across the 
middle years to investigate how teachers in schools can better address the social needs of 
adolescents while maintaining a focus on academic success. We suggest that this could be 
a topic for future research by young people in schools.  
The student project data in this paper support the need for a sense of fun in 
learning in the middle years. Some critics of this published work may question the 
students’ focus on the term ‘fun’, however the authors of this paper have no issue with 
encouraging our teachers to engage in learning that is more fun with their students. 
According to Glasser (1998), fun is one of the five needs that must be met to generate 
intrinsic motivation in students, along with survival, love and belonging, power, and 
freedom. We believe that a focus on improving pleasure and fun in learning will also lead 
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to the positive and respectful student-teacher relationships that are so important for 
success in school (Smyth 2006).  
The findings of this study support Rudduck and Flutter (2000, 2004) and others 
who suggest that what students say about teaching, learning and schooling is not only 
worth listening to but provides an important foundation for thinking about ways of 
improving schools. The Young People as Researchers model offers a means by which 
schools can address the conjoined nature of student disengagement and school retention 
in ways that are respectful of student participants. The model can be used in schools to 
harness student perceptions and ideas for future improvements to middle school 
curriculum and pedagogy. The authors acknowledge that they have completed the 
analysis of data reported in this paper without student involvement and would aim to 
involve students in this higher level of work in the future. We now have a better 
understanding of what the students themselves could gain if involved more fully in a   
detailed analysis of their own collected data. We should not presume that the students are 
not capable of conducting or not interested in the more in-depth analysis reported in this 
paper. 
Rudduck and Flutter (2004) have observed that “disengagement can be reversed if 
students feel that significant others in the school are able to see and acknowledge some of 
their strengths” (70). Involving students more closely in educational decision making and 
listening seriously to their stories as learners are, then, essential first steps which, in turn, 
will reinforce students’ engagement and academic progress. The Bridge High School 
experience supports the idea that, when given the opportunity, students have the capacity 
to undertake valid and meaningful research and to make informed contributions to school 
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improvement and student engagement from a perspective that could otherwise be 
overlooked.  
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Appendix 1 
Attitudes Towards School Questionnaire (ATSQ) 
Part A 
A1. What is your Year Level?   8   9   10   11   12 
A2. What is your gender?   Male   Female 
A3. Are you Aboriginal of Torres Strait Islander descent?   Yes  No 
A4. Is English the language you speak at home?   Yes  No 
A5. What subject are you best at? (tick ONE only) 
  Sports/HPE   Maths   Music    English   Drama 
  Art    SOSE    Science   LOTE 
A6. What subject do you find the most enjoyable? (tick ONE only) 
  Sports/HPE   Maths   Music    English   Drama 
  Art    SOSE    Science   LOTE 
Part B: Place a tick in the column that most agrees with your opinion. 
 Not at all true 
Not very 
true 
Sort of 
true True 
Very 
true 
B1. I enjoy being at school      
B2. I get bored at school      
B3. It is important to do well at school      
B4. My teachers make learning fun      
B5. My teachers seem to like me      
B6. Most teachers are too strict      
B7. Most teachers make me feel stupid when I make 
mistakes 
     
B8. My teachers make learning interesting      
B9. In class, we have to be quiet all the time      
B10. I often work with  other students      
B11. I often work on group projects      
B12. I would like to do better at school      
B13. I get easily distracted in class      
B14. I enjoy doing things that annoy my teachers      
B15. School work is too easy      
B16. I talk to my family about my school work      
 
Part C: Complete the following statements concerning education. 
C1. Provide five reasons why you enjoy your favourite subject 
C2. Provide five reasons why you dislike your least favourite subject 
C3. Provide five reasons why you like your favourite teacher 
C4. Provide five reasons why you dislike your least favourite teacher 
